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LATIN AS A FORMAL LANGUAGE 

Outlines of a B u n h i a n  Semantics 

INTRODUCTION 

Originally, in this paper I wished to present a complete formal semantic system 
constructed for a fragment of Latin in line with the logico-semantic tenets of Jean 
Buridan. By the presentation of this semantic system I hoped to show that Buridan's 
semantic ideas, if given the appropriate technical formulations, can provide us with a 
genuine alternative way of construing the relationships between language, thought 
and reality, w e t h y  of our serious consideration when thinking of matters of 
semantics. (Which explains the intentionally provocative tit1e.l) Though I still believe 
that the task is aEter all not impossible, work on the technical details of this project 
convinced me that it cannot be properly completed within the confines of a single 
research paper. The intuitively quite simple and transparent ideas of Buridan's 
semantic theory, when one tries to convert them into strict syntactic and model 
theoretical formulations, turn out to "branch" into several, rather complicated formal 
clauses, resulting in an extremely complex, unperspicuous system. 
This fact, however, in itself gives rise to a number of interesting questions. Are 

these complications inevitable? Are they rooted in the difference between Buridan's 
mediaeval and our modem standards of what a complete semantic theory should 
look like? Or do they represent rather the inherent complexity of natural, as 
opposed to formal languages? Or do they, perhaps, have something to do with 
Buridan's particularistic approach to logic in general, and his explicit admission of an 
infinity of fxst principIes?2 

These and similar questions will crop up inevitably even after the subsequent 
"rudiment* presentation, reflection on which, I hope, may promote our 
understanding not only of Buridan's semantic ideas, but perhaps also of the nature 
of the semantic enterprise in general. 

I begin the discussion by presenting the syntactic construction of a rather 
restricted, but philosophically interesting fragment of Latin. In contrast with 
Montague's approach, the semantic theory will be defrned for this fragment, without 
the use of a formal language mediating between natural language sentences and 
their interpretation. Syntactic ambiguities will be taken care of by analyses supplied 

I 

The allusion in the title is to Richard Montague's "English as a Formal Language", in: R Montague: Pmal Phibsophy, Yale University Press, New Hawn-London, 1W4. 
"(1) Non autem est unicum principium primum et indemonstrabile, sed sunt plum (2) Immo non sunt 

conclusiones demonstrabiles multo p l u m  quam principia indemonstrabilia.(3) Ideo , infinita sunt talia 
principia, quia infinitae sunt conclusions demonstrabiles." loluvurir B U M  Lectura & Summa 
Logicue (henceforth SL), unpublished edition by H. Hubien. Tracatus Octavus: De Demonstrationibus, 
c.5, 2. I am indebted to Professor Hubien for authorizing me to use his invaluable edition, and to 
CI-,L,.. D-..A c,, ....4--..it _ _ _ _ _ _ _  1-2 -___ --&L n--c _ _ _ _ _  TT.-L:--'- I -__ 

by the syntactic construction. The semantic theory, however, will not be built directly 
on the syntactic construction, because of Buridan's peculiar theory of meaning in 
terms of a mental language. It is notably at this point that the unwieldy complexity of 
formulations will raise its ugly head, so, by way of a compromise, I will supply only 
an incomplete characterization of Buridan's "Mentalese" in a model theoretical 
framework. On this incomplete basis I will be able only to indicate how further 
treatment of the most important properties of terms: sigmfication, connotation, 
supposition, appellation and ampliation, and the defdtion of truth and consequence 
would look in a complete system. I shall close my discussion with some illustrations 
of the workings of the system, reflecting on its philosophical and methodological 
implications. 

Since the primary purpose of a logical semantic theory is to defrne logical 
consequence in terms of the truth values of propositions in different interpretations, 
the corresponding syntactic theory is primarily concerned with the formation rules of 
propositions, determining the ways propositions are built up from their components. 

In modern logical systems a distinction is usually drawn between atomic and 
molecular formulae (i.e., strings of signs representing natural language sentences 
expressing propositions). Atomic formulae are formulae that are not made up from 
other formulae, while molecular formulae are those which are made up from other 
formulae by means of logical connectives that take formulae in their arguments to 
produce further formulae. 

In Buridan's syntactic theory a somewhat similar distinction can be found 
between categorical and hypothetical propositions. Categorical propositions do not 
contain other propositions as their components, while hypothetid propositions are 
those formed from other propositions by means of logical connectives? 

However, despite this analogy, Buridan's categoricals are by no means 
syntactically as simple as the atomic formulae of the modern theories. Categorical 
propositions consist of a copula, a subject and a predicate term, possibly determined 
by signa qumtitatis, that is, determiners. Obvious counterexamples to this "canonical 
form", containing verbs as their predicates, are explained away in Buridan's theory 
by resolving the verb into copula and participle! Accordingly, atomic formulae of 

Which, however, does not mean that a hypothetical p rop i t ion  actually contains categorical 
pmpositions as its parts. As Buridan explains: Yidetur ergo mihi quod quando dicitur "pmpositio 
hypothetica est quae habet duas propositiones categorim", hoc, pmprie loquendo, non est verum, sed 
ad istum sensum quod p m p i t i o  hypothetica continet duo praedicata et duo subjecta et duas copulas, 
et quad utrumque illorum praedicatorum mediante una illarum mpularum dicitur de uno illorum 
subjectorum; scd congregatum ex uno praedicato et uno subject0 et  sua copula non est una propitio, 
sed est cars unius txopositionis, licet tab MX, si esset separatim sumpta, esset bene una categoria." SL, 
$r&atL primus: b e  Pmpitionibus, c.3,2. 
... notandum at ... quod verbum non est praedicatum pmprie loquendo, sed est copula praedicati cum 

subject0 vel implicans in se simul copulam et praedicatum. Nam hoc vehum ' s t '  tertium adjacens a t  
copula et quod scquitur a t  praedicatum. W hoc verburn 'at' secundum adjacens, ut cum dim 'homo 
tst', vel etiam quodlibet aliud verburn, implicat in se coputam cum praedicato vel cum parte principaliori 






























